THE EUROPE OF CHARLES II
expression. In the north Savoy (Piedmont) was brought out
of its obscurity at the beginning of the century by the genius
of Charles Emmanuel I (1580-1630). Afterwards it poised
precariously between France and the Empire, deserting them
both in turn according to the apparent fortunes of war. It
has been said that the geographical position of Savoy, c< the
doorkeeper of the Alps," made its rulers treacherous. At
best they could only preserve themselves and their country
from ruin by miracles of diplomatic alternation.
Such were the unpromising and divided components of
a Europe in contrast with which the power and ambitions of
France arose in menacing splendour. Such were the factors
and forces amid which Charles II had to steer the fortunes of
his kingdom.
The nineteenth-century historians, writing mainly in the
triumphant serenity of the Victorian era, did not make proper
allowance for the weak and precarious plight of our country
in the period with which we are now concerned. They
thought it sufficient to set forth the kind of policy which the
opinion of their day would approve, and they judged severely
every divergence from it. Particularly they inculcated the
virtues of strong, plain, straightforward conduct, and pointed
their censure upon deceit, intrigue, vacillation, double-dealing,
and bad faith. Upon this there must, of course, be general
agreement. It would have been possible for England in
1660 to take a more dignified course through all her perils
and to solve the problems of Europe, if only she had at that
time possessed the relative power and resources she com-
manded two centuries later.
The politics of a weak and threatened state cannot achieve
the standards open to those who enjoy security and wealth.
The ever-changing forms of the dangers by which they are
oppressed impose continuous shifts and contradictions, and
many manoeuvres from which pride and virtue alike recoiL
England in the seventeenth century was little better placed
than were Balkan states like Roumania or Bulgaria, when in
the advent or convulsion of Armageddon they found them-
selves bid for or struck at by several mighty empires. We
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